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Lessons: Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25, Psalm 78:1-7; Matthew 25:1-13. 
 
 When the great theologian Reinhold Niebuhr was a new pastor, his mother came and lived 
with him, helping him to keep house as he tended his new flock. I’ve often mentioned that to my 
mom because she had no intention of moving in with me and keeping house for me in my first church. 
She had much more important work to do! But these days she loves joining our Wednesday Prayers 
and Sunday Coffee Hour, meeting what she now calls “the Cavaliers”–the people of Calvary 
Presbyterian Church. It is a treat for me having her meet some of you and it is also a treat having you 
meet her. At ninety-one she is growing strong. When you get to know her, you will learn some of the 
sayings we learned from her growing up. In particular you might hear the words that were used when 
people were heading out on an adventure: “Remember who you are and what you represent.” 
 I thought of those words when reading our passage today from Joshua. Having led the people 
of Israel into the Promised Land and nearing the end of his life, Joshua gathered the people and 
reminded them of their history, how God had led them, first calling Abraham and making his people 
great and delivering those people out of Egypt and into the Promised Land and now in that land 
Joshua called on the people to commit themselves to God. He dug deep into their history and 
challenged them to choose whom they would serve. As for me and my household, Joshua proclaimed, 
we will serve the Lord. 
 Layton Williams writes: “In reminding the people of their history, Joshua also poses a question: 
Will they remember where they’ve come from—who their people are, the story they’ve inherited—
and remain faithful to God in return? Or will they grow complacent, distance themselves from their 
history, and wander away again to other gods? 

“The people are adamant that they will remain steadfastly committed to God. Why would we 
abandon the one who has protected us and liberated us? they say. When Joshua stresses that God will not abide 
any unfaithfulness, the people proclaim, We will be witnesses! In other words, we will tell the story: we 
will be a part of the story that is told forever after of God and God’s people. On this promise, Joshua 
leads them in renewing the covenant.”1 Remember who you are and what you represent. Don’t grow 
complacent. Remember your history. Remember how God has led you in the past and will surely lead 
you in the future. Remember and tell the story. 
 Today a number of people will gather at the church to celebrate the sacrament of baptism for 
Vincent. Part of our promise as God’s people is to share the stories that make us who we are. Today, 
we will promise to help Vincent to know what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ in this place 
and time. Follow the example of the Psalmist today who writes about the importance of remembering 
God’s story and goes further emphasizing the importance of passing that story on to future 
generations. “We will not hide them from our children,” the psalmist says. Make a point of sharing 
our stories of faith with Vincent as he grows up. Help him to know what we know, that God is faithful, 
that God delivers, that God is abounding in steadfast love. Share the stories with him, that he too 
might make a commitment to our God. 
 Now we have another story today, a story told by Jesus near the end of his life. It is a story 
about a wedding. It is a story about ten bridesmaids and a delayed bridegroom. In the customs of that 
day, guests met at the home of the bride and were entertained by her parents as they awaited the 
bridegroom. When he approached, the guests including the bridesmaids lit torches and went out to 
greet him. “In a festive procession, the entire party walked to the groom’s home where his parents 
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were waiting for the ceremony and the extended banquet that would follow and continue for several 
days.”2 So in this particular wedding the bridegroom is delayed—we don’t know why—to the extent 
that much of the wedding party falls asleep but at midnight they are awakened by a shout: “The 
bridegroom is coming!” The bridesmaids leap into action. Five of them have used up their oil and the 
others don’t have enough to share with them, so they go off to find more and they miss the procession. 
When they finally find a place that is still open to get more oil and get back to the groom’s house, they 
are locked out. They miss the party. “Keep awake,” Jesus says, “for you know neither the day nor the 
hour.” 
 Those early Christians had to adjust to the reality that Jesus did not return as they had expected 
and their call now is to wait expectantly and to live faithfully. That’s how you keep oil in your lamps. 
Live in hope, the kind of hope, as John Buchanan writes, that “rests on trust that the God who created 
the world will continue to love the world with gentle providence, will continue the process of creation 
until the project is complete, and will continue to redeem and save the world by coming into it with 
love and grace, in Jesus Christ. 
 “Christian hope is as big as the whole sweep of human history,” he says, “but also as small as 
each individual…In every congregation are faithful people genuinely frightened about where human 
history seems to be headed. Freedom, justice, and compassion seem fragile in the face of the forces 
of oppression, injustice, violence, and torture. Living in hope does not mean immunity to the harsh 
realities of history. On the contrary, it means living confidently and expectantly, trusting that the Lord 
of history continues to come into life with compassion and redemption and hope. 
 “The challenge here is to keep enough oil on hand for the lamps when the bridegroom appears, 
to roll up sleeves and work for the kingdom that is always coming and breaking into history.”3 
 These are important words for us right now. As you know, I record this service before Sunday 
and so by the time you hear my sermon our current reality may have changed. Right now, we don’t 
know the result of our presidential election. People are anxious. People are fearful. As our Presbytery 
leaders wrote this past week, whatever the results there will be lots of unhappy people. “We can’t 
understand how any sensible person can vote differently from the way we do. We can’t understand 
how any faithful Christian can approach politics differently from the way we do. But, indeed, they do. 
We have a fractured society that seems less and less capable of seeing ourselves as siblings in a 
common world. 

“So. Who are we called to be? 
“For people who belong to Jesus Christ, our life is rooted and grounded in God’s love 

first. That comes before our political party and our nationality. It shapes who we are and how we live. 
No matter how the election turns out, we have the same instructions God’s people have had for 
millennia: “…learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” 
(Isaiah 1:17)”4 

Yes of course this is an anxious time yet we are called to learn from those faithful bridesmaids. 
Keep enough oil on hand for when the bridegroom arrives by living faithfully, courageously and 
hopefully. God still arrives in the most surprising ways. As Buchanan writes: “Jesus Christ comes 
when Christian people live in hope and never give up. Jesus Christ comes when faithful disciples 
express love and compassion and work for justice. Jesus Christ comes when critically ill people know 
they are ultimately safe in God’s love. Heaven breaks into earth when faithful women and men live in 
hope and give themselves to the work of the kingdom.”5 

Whatever these next days may bring, frankly whatever comes in all the days to come, 
remember who you are and what you represent. Remember what God has done. Choose for yourself 
to be God’s faithful servant and continue the work God has given us to do. 
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Let us pray: O God, give us new strength, courage, vision and hope, that in these times of anxiety and 
fear, we may keep our lamps full with the oil of justice, the oil of faithfulness, the oil of love. Help us 
all we choose to live faithful lives and share your story far and wide. In the name of Jesus Christ we 
pray. Amen. 
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